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The creation oft senae of national unity among the diverse peoples of 
Afghanistan ha< long been ■ challenging problem to iu rulers. Afghanistan 
to a tribal society, composed of tome 20 ethnic groups of widely varying 
backgrounds and cultures. About the oojy cohesive elements among these 
groups are their observance of Islamic lav, martial tradition, and a distrust 
of government. 

Pashtuns make up about one-half of Afghanistan's population. They are not 
only the largest ethnic group but also have traditionally wielded the greatest 
political power. This historic Pashtun preeminence is in turn a divisive issue 
between them and meal of the other major Afghan ethnic groups. Other 
deep-seated animosities exist among the tribal groups, including the 
intratribal split between Sunni and Shia Islamic (ecu. These factors have 
worked together to thwart creation of a unified front or strategy sgainst 
centra! authority. 

The present tribal insurgency began in tt7R with the installation of the jho- 
Soviet Taraki regime. Afghanistan's devoutly Muslim ai.d fiercely indepen* 
dent tritu! population bclieveu that the new government was Communist, 
atheist, and pro-Soviet. Reform measure* brashly introduced by the 
government bolstered this belief and were viewed as attempts to displace the 
traditional social structure based on Islam and allegiance to family, clan, 
and tribe. The recent v'sible presence of Soviet troops in Afghanistan has 
fulfilled the worst fears of the population and has added additional fuel to 
the fires of insurgency. 
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■Vate. the m*jor group* iorreo* tba Peihtaa. Tajik, 
Utbefc. end Haxtra; other Uporuat group* iacJud* 
the Cfcihar Aimak, Turkmen, No. ^uai. Baluchi . an* 
Drahei.' Of the iota! aerated porajUtioa af 
- ISaiUlia^abuicJOpcveraianNaacaaaatfaaaffty 
JO peroeat ara Ta^a. Urtfct. aad Haaua. Total 
Deputation estimate*, however, ere oaafeaed ay the 
kuckit. or Afghan nomad*, who Bomber Croat 2 to 4 
million and ara members of several ethnic group*. 
Many of the tribal psupic have ethnic -ie* with 9 
inhabiting adjacent area* of tat USS*. Iraa. aad 
Pakistan. 



Afghanutan. slightly larger thai, the state of Ten*, it 
tba meeting place of divert physical cad cultural 
worlds. Physically, Afghauistan w - - mention of the 
hif h land mass known as the lr» • **» 1 itcau: nearly 
lwo»ihirds of the country consist* of .quo main*. 

la central tnd eastern Afghanistan th« mountains — 
dominated by the Hindu ktisb — present a formidable 
physical barrier and provide a favora Me milKu for 
tribal separatum. To the north, west, and southwest, 
however. Afghanistan merges with the high pU>*» **d 
piatcaus of central and suuth Asia. Acrost this region 
of transit has come a succession of pcopks Aryan*. 
Medea, Persian*. Crock*. Turk*, and Mongol*— bent 
on trade and conquest; others have climbed the paasea 
and crow e d the plateaus beeneg tba message of 
Buddhism. Zoroastnaniam. Hinduism, and Islam. It ie 
from this miaturc of paopie* aad culture* thai tba 
undent state of Afghanistan *ea beta cmcrgiof sinca 
tba I lib century. 

Each of tba approximately 20 ethnic groups la 
Afghanistan has rcriaia dutincuvc physica I character* 
btiok differing social institution*, and varying sets of 
values' Tba origin* and kinship* among the many 
group* are a matter of scholarly controversy because of 
the lack of indigenous written records fragmentary 
bUtork source*, and scanty archaeological, eaUiropn* 
metric, and serological evide n c e . 

a stlsw tnups. m psv s s«a a 



Dc -ute eoesdrrabts diversity, there arc common lias 
ot' language aad religion «aat provide some clement of 
cohcsjvcncs* amo**- the group*, Tec common language 
ia Deri, the Afghan form of Pmiaa (Farti). which ia 
used by all groups but u nut Use first language of any 
group. Nearly all of the ethnic groups arc Muslim and 
about IC percent arc of the Sunnt sect, while the 
remainder arc adherent* of the Shia s*ct. Although tba 
two sect* are contentious. <he divnioa has not resulted 
in the btody confrontations that ha* oonrrcd in 
other Muslim land*. 



Eikstfc AttJrudea sMIM-tee 
Tribes sad triWism remain important in Afghanistan, 
pnriicelaHy an*wg taa Pasbtun, whose Durrani tribal 
families bar* rvled the couatry since iu unifies t ion by 
one of them in th* I lib century fa* Pasbtun arc 
strong in number; some of their tabes, sucb a* tba 
Durrani, ffhilcai. aad Yuaufarai, iudrvidvaHy Hava at 
toast a million mem o trs . Taa degree of tribal loyalty, 
however, varies considerably among taa Pasbtun. aad 
tribal feud* and rivalries at times hava been divisive 
forces in tba couatry. Taa Durrani, though divided into 
numerous subtribcs or dan* and widely scattered, 
usually have ratfuuj to a common causa when the need 
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Most of the major ethnic group believe that Afghani- 
ataa if run by the ratnteae for the Pnthtens. Waal 
prevails, ia their fit*, is a form of internal aftonialiaisi. 
Peshluae Ijrpicalljf govern nwM provtneca, even thuac 
whore another ethnic group it in i)u mt jority. and hold 
rrwit administrative posts The Pushteas* superior 
position it reflected in the growth and nvoder nidation of 
Kabul. *hfcli provincial Uzbeks and tUraras vk* at 
burgeoning at ihcir capenae. Although impruvenvnta 
iti health facilities, roads, airfklos, and agriculture 
h««« been made in other proviaraa, pail government 
efforts have town concentrated in Pathtaa* 
administered or Pashtun-sctilcd prc«iac«a. 

Antlejovcrnment. enfi-Pashtuu alienation fc particu- 
larly ctrong among the Urbeka. described at a sophisti- 
cated and cepublc people who provide most uf the 
country *t profcssiutal men an4 t i*trcj*fcneurs. 
A Uibek often hat little confidence. C* feck ha he* no 
real stake, la the cconony and revfert to sit .h his 
wealth in the equivalent of • trnk under the mtttrcst 
On the other hand, the U/hct« have j repulsion 
among the Pakhtunt fur indolent? «mt pr»»et animation, 
though there ha« bran little 'f jny active divtrtimnaiMtn 
or hostility bciMtcn them. 



The ktxkis include members from nearly amy ethnic 
group in the country and possiblv i eprcscal one-fourth] 
of the total population. The a* af regards hit way of 
life at the moat dignified ar * dulrusts variation and 
change, for many years l.* ara/f have taken their 
caravans to Pakistan and la ia to trade wool and 
animal prcducu for good* they could ia turn trade to 
farr.ing communities in Afghanistan, toe poorer 
nomads go to Pakistan during the •inter months to sell 
their labor. The periodic closing of the Afghan- 
Pakistani border have cauacd alt of it m hardship. 
Government attempts to tettlc the 1 swa/j permanently 
have met with little success because they arc highly 
suspicious o( anv attempt to restrict their movements 
or rcftrfd Iheir numbri%.and feel little if anv loyally to 
the abstract concept of the %ta». or the Kabul-centered 
government. 



The Ha/are* $e,\ctn\\y have preferred to keep thrtr 
central mountain homc'im* wherw they arc li!crall> 
alm«/st inacccsMble tit all forms of government 
authority -Irr i ui coJIcctpHt to pittcc. In recent 
years, howev* 4 few thousand havi left their moun- 
tains as Armv recruits or to settle in titles where mmt 
of them are employed ai manual UUifcrs and servants. 
Traditional hostility toward them because oi their 
adherence to the Shia sect of Islam, combined wit!i 
their Mongoloid features and their indifference to 
Kabul, has contributed to their inferior social and 
c status 



Of the four major ethnic groups, the Tajiks arc the 
least likely to oppose acts of Pathtun cotontaliun They 
arc described as a peaceful people- traditionally 
poets, dreamers, and intellectuals- who are unasscr- 
live in their pride of i'aing Tajik, The Tajika have lived 
in harmony with the Pashtun*. and a number of them 
have held high government posts. NcitUr hter- 
marriage nor social intercourse between the two 



reatfiyfCiJ 





TfatPMflt 

Mtjtttkalc Gump*. The Pashtuns have besn the 
dominant people in Afghanistan tincc it* beginning ti 
a nation in the IBth century. They ire *mcer<irated in 
the east and south, but in the late leCtie many »ere 
forcibly resettled north of the Hindu Kctti. Loyalty to 
the clan or tribe varica from group to group but ia 
usually strong, and all have cstrcme pride in their 
Pashtun identity. The majority of (hem arc farmcre, 
usually freeholders, and a number are landlords 
emptying no»» -Pashtuns as tenants or laborcri. i-'iccpt 
for a fc» tribes arhich arc Shiite. the Pashtuns arc 
adherens of the Sunni sect of Islan.. They are 



Ethnic Group* In Af ghanl otan 





efforts to bring change at tan people were to Ustfr 
resistance to that change . 'Bat, more importantly, the 
programs were regarded as attempts fo displaco tribal 
structure and family tin and were viewed as violationi 
of Islamic precepts of authority and purdah. 1 

la ImpJemcfitlag land reform, government officiate 
found rcapents reluctant to accept land because of 
loyally to tribal laaden or faar of reprisal* if iko 
regime was overthrown. Little or no oompciualion waa 
paid for land confiecaled by the government, contrary 
lo li!a*n<c lav and moil of lao beat land apparently 
was not rediatr bniad. Moreover, the Taraki govcra- 
mant did not offar alternatives when it did away with 
the traditional :ystcm of credit, whereby farmen 
I x ro wc d from money lendan or landowners at ainat 
fatura crops. Farmen who were given poor land that 
lacked adequate wafer or irrigation and who were 
without •eed or cash simply abandoned their new 
hoMingt. The program also created hostility between 
the landowners and the nomads who lost graring rights 
recognired by the former landowners with whom they 
had ethnic and •omctimcs family ties. Pretiurc from 
their mullahs and fellow tribesmen, together with the 
inability to profit from nc*lv acquired land in tite short 
time since the prt^ram wa» initiated, dmuaded new 
landow ten from cooperating with the government. 

BccAusc only about 10 percent of the people at. 
Iitente. an illiteracy eradication program was ir.itiated 
for ever>ane between the ages of 1 4 and 40 RcactuMi 
to this program was particularly hoMifc, mainly 
because it forced women cut of purdah into public life. 
Even those tribesmen not opposed to their womenfolk 
learning to read and write were incensed at the idea of 
having them taught by male teachers. The ■ccularita- 
lion of education in general, the arrest and imprison* 
ment of mullahs, and the introduction of a politically 
orienuted curriculum font** aroused the paopla. 

Reslstanea to thou programs not only resulted in the 
destruction of governmcii ofTioes and other official 
buiidii js but also in the asaassineiioa of government 

' T*« luMttvtoa at p*4*k M na>iic«laHy unci m Aft kaawiae 
Warn* hum hi comarf from htt4 la fort i«i f«M«. •«* iNy mv 
IVMftlty oaflM* to iN horn* F.*« ikmt tmtaci •MS mil 
releiiwB » timitoi 0*1; »*•« ifctr •«*» m iIm T»U«. m if t**? a* 
muO m wrrtau. an nmi hmi tnm writ of Dm sMMrtiau «f 



officiate, party cadres, teachers, and police sent tola 
tfce provinces to implement tna program*. Many 
ftouiaas-estimelcs are as high as MO ana todnda 
women and child* -were alio killed. Violent eltoO- 
nation of the nninvitj has always bam tba etpedient 
way of aofvtog local prociema to Afghanistan 

Tin r^sktukt-iWetltnkgrasjoof Taraki, AnOn, and 
sXartnal— pose tna greatest threat to any Soviet- 
controlled government in Afghanistan. Their tradi- 
tional o*lre for revenge has grown over 'he past year 
wHk the purges Instituted by the Taraki gove rnment ; 
hardly an attended family has not had at least one 
member impriaoned or eliminated. Aa the principal 
landowners in Afghanistan, the Pashtuns also have 
erased lend reform programs. They ere responsible 
for mnst of the insurgency since April 1 97g, though old 
internal rivalries have prevented much cooperation 
among the varf ms tribes. Prior to the Soviet invasion, 
tna spread of Pashtan guerrilla forces ard increased 
dese;t:onsfrom the Afghan Army had cauaed a serious 
drain on the regime's resources. 

The Soviet invasion and installation of Rabrak Karmal 
as President of Afghaniiun it unlikely to alter the 
prosnecu for p.'ctu»gcd inaurgrncy Kcmtance contin- 
ues and us basic cause* remain. AI:hough t^e Karmal 
regime has tought u. broaden its base of auptwrt and 
ht« indicated a stowing of radical wnial programs, a 
vast gulf separate* the obiectivca of a Soviet puppet 
regime and the tribal truiiitonsand Islamic founda- 
tions upon which Afghan society is eased. 
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M*Jm tihale ftewae. The Pashtuns have bosn the 
dominant prupie in Afghanistan since its beginning •* 
a nation in the llth century. They are concentrated in 
the east and south, but in tne late ItOOa many were 
forcibly resettled north of the Hindu Kush. Loyalty to 
the clan or tribe varies from group to group but la 
usually strong, and all have estreme pride in their 
Pashtun identity. Tba majority of them are farmers, 
usually freeholders, r.nd a number arc landlords 
employing noh-Pasfctuns as tenants or laborers. tUcept 
for a fe« tribes wMch are Shiite, the Pashtuns are 
adherents of the Sunni sect of Islam. They are 
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predcm»n*mly Ug ht-skJeaed aruarttee, toagacadud 
with preejitaeri facial features, sad of slender build. 
■roan eye* predestinate but basel or abse eyes «r« ant 

UttUSUal f RMKIf ifctlCl. Th*/ SpOCk PUslMO, Jit IrauiftU 

variant of ln&>F.erneoen and reletsd la Persian, 

sVuchi.sadKi«f<teJL 

TIM Tajiks we the second largest cteafe grasp end art 
scettcrcc throughout the country, with ewjor coacca- 
iratioes in the tan and west. They arc art considered 
to be e distinct group, but coaaiai of 5e*eraJ peoples 
who tkara ao mora thee a Mm, a language (Tajiki. a 
Persian dialect), and :cdcnury Irving uamts. Those ia 
the wcit are •ornetimcs calkd Feirtwen and probably 
ara duii'niN related to the paopta of eastern Iran. 
Thou north m. Ike Hindu Kush ere believed 10 ba 
dcaccnded from anciari( Iranian* who have mised with 
Tarkic peoples The mountain Tsjiks, who have 
Mongolian edmitturc. speear to have bora anv*<aj taa 
aa»lt««t or, according to Soviet ctfcnotogttts, taa 
indigenous inhabtuntsof the fsr aortacait. 

Tajiks ar* not tribal, bvt they do have a «tro«g tenia of 
community loyalty. Most arc tenant farmers snd 
If borcn. Mxncfngagei --.ide at handicraft). They arc 
net belligerent except for a ft w g rr«pa of mountai.t 
TV tkj » ho tome consider j« aggrettive a* the Fathiun. 
S.mtUr to the Fa«hfun. the Tajika arc a«Jr»crcntiof 
hsh iheSunmandShia tcrtiof filam. but the 
majority arc Sunni Scanty anthropometric studies 
describe the Tsjikas* 'oundhcedco with oval faces and 
iisuafly of slender 'build. They arc ligtu-»kinncd bru- 
nettes, occasionally iNrre ara !ndivi4uale with raCdith 
or yciiowiah colored hair. Even among the mountain 
Tajiki. Iightncae of akin and bvir color can ba found 
blcndad with Mongoloid traits. 

Taa Uzbek Ir* north of taa Hindu Kuab on the plain of 
the Amu Darya. Uibck is a name applied to Turkic 
friburrwn who came to Afghanistan in the r a- 1 3th 
ctotury. Tiie Uybek arc a mis of Turko* Mongol 
peoples *h»» intermingled wi'.h descendants of an 
ancient Iranian piaieau peopie. Modem Uzbek hava 
either Mongoiotif or Cawrasotd features, or a blend of 
the two They 'end to be roundhaadad. have yellow- 
white akin color and broet cricrkbonee. and occasion* 
ally the epicant hie fold. Th. Urbck have relinquished 
their tribal affiliation* and nomadism end ara mtitiiy 



Ufwm*; bo * fni. m**r*rcm *mf *lm*tQk**u*»4 
ertcans- Uplike the Pubien and Tajik, tko Uebck are 
acbcTeou^tUSunaiasctofrMajrisndhavceoSaHic 
ftfrtoriiy. Their tessaac*, UrfcekJ. ia helievad i; bs n 
dartvatioi of a c&sfccl Turkic language. \\ y: 

Tha Hears bcs^a^wl^tscatUKaaaraJel ' 
own lata of the upper KeSaaad vaffey srea vast of 
Kabul. Soulier groups are local* 4 fenaer north la 
Bamlaa and ia the Us aortWast ia Badakbhaa. Tbj 
Haura are bcliend to be of Tufk>Moagoi arigia. 
Taey possibly are desceadaats ef Mongol saMkrs wao 
iaurmarriad aith a mountain Tajik papulation ia taa 
1 Jth and 14th caaiuria*. although M is mora likely that 
their ancestors prriete the Mongol coaquesu. 

Whatrvar their origin, the Haxara m!tr*slly resemble 
the nuKnuin Tan V* but apeak a Peniaa dJatoci called 
Haaaraghi. Phytxt lly. they have oaerec Mack hair, 
yellow to yellow.browu ikia coior. arc roundheaded 
aith broad face* and prominent cbeekbnnee. and have 
a high incidence of the meant hie fold. 

Unlike flt« Tai>ka. they arc diviieed into tnrvs gi4, 
although ionic a r« nomadic, the maimity •uie piitorsl 
r«irmcrt. The Ha/«*a arc thecnly mamr Afgha.n ethnic 
groyp that adhere* ic the Sh»a seet'of (t'atn Rcpet- 
cdfy. the/ ere pays .ea'*iy strong, enduring. »n4 indut- 
trious. 1 nor nuke gaud •ofdtcra and arc regularly 
recruited trie the Afghan Army. 

Oiarr Etkmit C—pt, To the north and west of the 
Harare live the Thenar Atmak ethnic group, which is 
divuled into four main lubrfivaioas or tribes The main 
grocp fncludas «nell cultural groups of me«iatare 
paopics. about whom little is known. The Chther 
Aimak ara gen, ally beloved to be of Turko- Mongol 
origin, but there ts a theory that peoples of Indo- 
European oriyia have been Included in thia group. 
Mongoioid traits, however, ere dominant among the 
Choker Aimak population. Many 9i the Chahar 
Aimak a ;e semtnemadic art live in yurrs or yurtUae 
tenia; th remainder are farmers. They speak a dialect 
of Tarsi that contains many Turkic loan word*, and 
they follow the Sunot awn of Islam. 




Use Turfmen, woo Hvu mainly to tin aertbwett, aft 
another Turkic group Uaa tie Utbek. Most aethortUcc 
Miivt ite Tirfcmti teotndt< ftwrnkt Ogtef Tvrki 
vri»cemcioAfg4cafcieoMt£»litleeatery. 
aMseugl tney may la«e ether streias f a their etfceJe 
kaagrvead They speak a dialer* * tie Turkic family 
of languages and an edkateeui; uV.*»eeel Islamic 
sect. Tat Turkmen, unlike tar Utbefc, arc Mill pastoral 
tribal acmede, end they aialaula few analects will 
ota* ATi lone. During iko 1920s their numbers 
increased wleu Turkmen catered Afghanistan from 
tee aorta as refugees from Soviet collectivism. They 
lave a distinct economic rote as I r co d s r e of Karakul 
sleep wkcse pelts— Karakul ami astrakaan or Nniaa 
laaiH— trt a maia Afg ken aiport. Tha Tarkmaa 
womcaare the dyers end weavers of thedocpred 
"Boknarsn" rat . another loading aapert. 

Toe nomadic Balneal speak an Iranian language end 
ere adherents of the Sunni tact of Islam. They ere 
found In (kt sperscly populated toutkt m borderlands 
of Afghanistan and arc ralafcd to tha Baluchi who 
•allied in viJIegcs south of Herat during tha migration 
of the Baluchi eastward from Iran in earlier time* 

IV Brahui. also kic.ted In southern Afghanistan, 
include both farmet i and nomeds who speak a 
Providian language. They arc UJieved to be descended 
from an aboriginal people driven south by the Aryans 
and possibly to share ■ common ancestor with other 
dark*skinncd, Dravidicn-speeking peoples of south 
Asia. 



Derdfc. TfceJr traditional reHgJous practical n ow 
largely u n o h sstvo d censto of a combination of 
iirirnlsmar»dpc4yilwi»i»t.fataringaiice«wwonkip. 
animal sacrifices, wooden sank, and grata effigies. Taa 
Nerlnanis carry on a rated agricultural and pastoral 
economy, farming taa lowar slopes but perching their 
villages klgh above taa vefley floor. Taay prafar urn 
isolation of their rneuuuamund deeply reseat govern* 
meat interference, 

The Kliltbask, descendants of a Turkish garrison left 
In Kabul by a Banian censju e ror in the m<d«lltl 
century, ara an urban group which adkeras to the Sale 
sect of Islam. They generally ara well educated, and 
some hold important government positions or ara 
traders. Other strictly urban groups incl jde Hindus, 
Sikhs, and Jews, who primarily ara merchants, t ra*lere, 
and moneylenders In N towns and cities throughout 
Afghanistan. The Kirghlt are e pestorel Mongoloid 
people who sperk t Turkic dialect, ere members of the 
Svnni sect of Islam, and inhabit the Wakhan Corridor 
area in the Ur nortteastern extension of Al tanisian. 
Other minority groups ere the Moghuls. who live in the 
western end northern pens of the country and claim 
descent from (ihcng«s Khan, and the nomadic **Ai *bs" 
ar "Seyyid," who iive on the northern plains. 



The Nuristanis live tn the eastern mountains of 
Afghanistan. Their origin end kinship era ethnic 
mysteries, for they have a range of skin, eye, and hair 
coloration that Includes a Wood strain. At one time 
they were considered to be descendants of ancient 
Greeks, but it Is now thought they may be related to en 
earlier people from central Asia. They are renowned 
mountaineers. Subdued by en Afghan ruler la the 19th 
century, many were converted to Islem (Sunni sad), 
and tha name of their country was changed from 
Kaflristan (land of Infidels) to Nuristan (land of light). 

The Nuristanis consist of two main groups subdivided 
Into a number of tribes. They speak dialects of en Indie 
variant of Indo-European that is closely related to 
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